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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION AND PURPOSE
Introduction
Ability grouping was a relatively new procedure to
this writer as a first year teacher.

Chelan Junior High

School, keeping pace with some of the new methods in administration and classroom techniques, introduced ability
grouping into their Junior High one year prior to his
entering this school system.
Before entering the seventh grade, students are
segregated according to ability.

Thie grouping is deter-

mined by the scores of the Iowa Silent Reading Test, the
California Achievement Test, and the teacher's recommendation.
This segregation places them in three ability groups:

?C,

the advanced group; ?A, the middle group; and ?B, the slow
group.

These criteria has been an effective system of

grouping.

Only a few exceptions are made each year, some

students moving to a higher group, and a few moving to a
lower group.

The purpose of this is to allow for individ-

ual differences in some children.
In the year 1959, 90 students entered the seventh
grade and were placed in the three ability groups.

Six of

these students moved to a higher group and four dropped to
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a lower group.

In 1960, with an enrollment of 96 students,

two dropped into a lower group and three advanced into a
higher group.

Two of these moves were made as a result of

the students moving into this school system and being arbitrarily placed in one of these groups.

This was done

because of the inadequate information gathered from his or
her transcript from the previous school attended.
The students are told that the numbering system 7A,
7B, and 7C, is set up only as a means to separate them into
classroom groups.

The students sometimes think they know why

and how they are separated, but as a rule they accept the
sectioning as a matter of course need and seldom question the
procedure.
New teachers in the system are informed of the grouping
and asked not to relate any information to the students that
might lead them to believe they are segregated according to
ability.
There have been no major problems within the faculty
or the community regarding ability grouping.

Most teachers

handle the grouping without any problems, and only a few of
the parents know of the procedures involved.
This year there has been some growing dissatisfaction
among a few of the teachers in English and social studies who
feel there is no incentive in the slower group.

There are,

however, many teachers who approve highly of our present system.
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Statement of the Problem
----- ----- ---The purpose of this study was to attempt to find how
effective ability grouping is in other educational systems,
also, to find fundamental criteria and classification variables to aid as a basis for grouping by ability.
Often schools are not adequa.tely prepared to make
the best use of these new methods.

Very often the teachers

do not understand some of the philosophies of these new
movements.

Sometimes, through ignorance or partial knowl-

edge, educators misuse and abuse a new method until it
comes into disfavor with the administration and faculty.
Consequently, the movement may be discontinued or severely
cut.
The classroom teachers in Chelan have worked with the
administration in solving some of the individual differences.
This movement held much favor and was accepted almost unanimously the first year in this system.
Upon completion of the second year, some of the more
experienced educators in the system felt that ability
grouping was unfair to the child.

They believed this tends

to develop a negative attitude in the poorer students
because of their arbitrary placement in lower groups.
However, a much larger percentage of educators, and this
author, hold that ability grouping on a proper and adequate
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basis, used wisely by both the teacher and the administrator,
lends itself to more effective learning.

It gives the

student a chance to progress at his given rate in a particular subject area.

CHAPTER II
HISTORY AND BACKGROUND OF ABILITY GROUPING
Individual Differences
The simple fact that "All men are created equal 11 is
greatly affected by the way life treats each man.

For

centuries men have recognized that individuals are not alike,
even though they lacked the exacting knowledge and terminology we have in our measuring devices today.

At the present

time we recognize individual differences as a fact although
there is disagreement as to the cause or the basis of these
differences.
There is general agreement that there can be no
truly homogeneous grouping, that there can be only
"likeness" in a few selected factors and that even
these are tenuous and changing. Because of this, it is
undoubtedly better that we do not become too certain of
the value of ability grouping nor form fixed ideas on
any particular system of grouping. Nevertheless, studies
on the subject and our own experience demonstrate that
some forms of ability grouping can contribute to the
learning situation and can have practical advantages
outweighing the possible disadvantages (13:289).
The testing movements now incorporated by educators
and administrators help us to properly measure intelligence
quotient, mental age, educational age, reading ability, and
other pertinent information.

This further helps us to

formulate and better understa.nd the nature and cause of
individual differences.
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Today our classrooms are crowded to physical extremes.
The average teacher has far too many students to spend time
with the slow learners.

Since the rise of the public school,

the free high school, compulsory attendance laws, growing
population, and a shortage of teachers, our classrooms have
reached and extended beyond their physical limitations.
This condition, for at least the foreseeable future, must be
faced as a permanent situation.

The schools have found it

necessary, with these numerous students, to divide grades
into various sections.
Brooks (2:359-396) made a study of the accuracy of
sectioning students in the seventh grade on a basis of sixth
grade marks, I.Q. from several different tests, chronological age, and achievement test scores.

The beet and most

accurate sectioning, as measured by final achievement, was
made using as a basis a combination of the sixth grade marks
and two intelligence test scores.
was .84.

The multiple correlation

A more practical but not quite so reliable measure

was the combination of I.Q., sixth grade marks, and chronological age.

The correlation for this measure was from .73

to .76, very high.
A number of ways have been tried to cope with our
expansion problems.

These ways are expanding the curric-

ulum into vocational courses, quarterly promotions, and
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homogeneous and heterogeneous grouping.

Reisner writes:

Of all the experiments that have been made to mitigate
the difficulties connected with a graded system of
schools, probably the most important as well as the most
recent has been the use of scientific measurement to
classify students into homogeneous groups on the basis of
their ability to do school work (11:37).
Educators somewhat agree that learning characteristics of bright children and slow children are different.
Cornell writes that ability grouping is really the most
democratic system possible as it gives each student the
chance to achieve a measure of success.
The result of ability grouping seems to depend less
upon the fact of grouping itself than the philosophy
behind the grouping, the accuracy with which the grouping
1s made for the purposes intended, the differentiations
in content, method, and speed, and the technique of the
teachers, as well as upon more general environmental
influences. Experimental studies have in general been
too piecemeal to afford a true evaluation of results,
but when attitudes, methods, and curricula are well
adapted to further the adjustment of the school to the
child, results, both objective and subjective, seem to
be favorable to grouping (11:304).
Nongrading
Educators are not always agreed on whether ability
grouping is the best way to meet these different characteristics.

Those who favor ability grouping hold different

views on how it should be administered.

Many surveys,

especially the psychological work in the a.rmy, have supplied
information about the range of intelligence.

It seems,

therefore, that some sort of grouping is necessary.

It is
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clear to most educators that the hetrogeneous classroom does
not offer satisfactory teaching groups to meet present
problems.
At first glance, ability grouping appears to be
compatible with the philosophy of nongrading. The nongrading school is designed to encourage children of
varying abilities to proceed at rates appropriate to
these abilities. Therefore, it is desirable to establish groups of equal ability within the room or, better
still, among several rooms and let them proceed at
different rates (8:90).
Experiments with a nongraded system are being tried in
several communities where each child progresses at his own
.pace and there are no annual promotions.

Then, too, some

scho,ol systems have special classes for exceptionally bright
or gifted children.

They may be grouped together for the

academic program but rejoin other students for school activities and projects.

MacLean states:

The advantages of well planned segregation of the
gifted, so far as we know, are these: It challenges,
it stimulates, it motivates. Cross-fertilization of
ideas develops at a rapid rate and brings clarification
of concepts. There is vigorous growth in the feel for
tools and the mastery of skills and techniques. Psychologically, expanding achievement brings a feeling of
confidence, security and adequacy. The pace of learning
is swift; the range of attempt and accomplishment wide,
and of comprehension deep. I know of no loss of benefits
when segregation and desegregation of the gifted are well
done (9:217).
The only dama.ge might come if a feeling of superiority,
arrogance, or snobbery arises in the gifted. These
effects usually arise when the pace is too slow.
One popular notion about ability grouping needs to be
dispelled: It is not exclusively concerned with the
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academically talented. It aims to provide for every child
a program that challenges his abilities but is not beyond
them (6:15).
Aims of Ability Grouping
There are two a.ims in ability grouping, wrote Turney,
the predictive aim and the developmental aim, the predictive
aim is:
As revealed by past practices the dominating aim of
ability grouping has been to improve the learning
situation by bringing together pupils who will be alike
in achievement at the end of a period of learning. This
aim put an emphasis on prediction and resulted in the
use of and search for predictive indices (11:294).
Turney 1 s developmental aim tries to bring together
the pupils who can work and progress together under a classroom condition.

This would permit the fullest possible

development for those individuals involved.
Warren W. Coxe, director of the educational research
division State Education Department, Albany, New York, has
this to say about the difficulty of pupil grouping:
Many of the issues involved in pupil grouping or
classification relate to concepts concerning which a
completely logical treatment is difficult. Grouping
oftentimes suggests a caste system, determinism, mass
instruction, and other terms that for many persons are
charged with excessive emotional tone. Furthermore,
many of the practices suggested run counter to traditional ways of thinking and that arouses immediate
prejudice, if not hostility, in some persons. It seems
to be difficult, then, to think about the problem of
grouping in a calm, logica.l, objective ma.nner (11:305-306).
In planning any curriculum, civil principles are felt
to be fundamental.

One of the most important of these

10
principles is that the abilities of the children should fit
the particular level on which they are working.
We believe that a child can work to the best advantage only if the work being done seems to him worthwhile,
and if it is sufficiently well adapted to his powers to
provide opportunity for hard work with the probability
of success and accomplishment (12:3_19).
Without this interest, the work would not seem worthwhile to the children and, therefore, would lessen their
motivation.

It is true that teachers can provide conducive

motivation and make difficult tasks become enjoyable if the
students can see some goal.

If the tasks are too difficult

and discouraging, their efficiency breaks down and there is
no longer the job of accomplishment.
has a motivation problem.

Then the teacher truly

Without ability grouping, it is

an extremely difficult problem to gear a class that fits the
abilities of a heterogeneous class with I.Q. 1 s ranging from
low ?O's into the high 130 1 s.
Purposes of Grouping
In an article on homogeneous grouping, Sears lists
three purposes of grouping (14:499-511).

The first purpose

is physical, concerning size of room, number of desks, etc.
The second purpose is to facilitate learning by the pupils.
The last and probably the most important is to facilitate
teaching.
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All three of these purposes would be served by recognition of the fact that extreme heterogeneity, physical,
social, or mental may be distracting, while homogeneity
in these respects would produce the opposite effect.
It is extremely hard to measure the results of
teaching.

It is difficult to determine whether homogeneous

or heterogeneous grouping is favorable to a particular
teacher's classroom.
Promotion and Grouping
There are many plans for promotion and grouping

(5:56).

Semiannual promotion, quarterly promotion, subject

promotion, and special promotion have all been tried.

The

Batavia plan, the assisting-teacher plan, and the vacationclasses plan have tried holding standards constant and
increasing the amount of instruction for slow students.

The

North Denver plan, the Cambridge plan, and the Portland plan
tried ho'lding course of study constant and differentiating
the amount of time required for slow-, medium-, and fastlearning students.

The Santa Barbara plan and Baltimore

plan tried holding time constant and differentiating the
course of study for slow-, medium-, and fast-learning
students.

Students are permitted to advance at their own

given rate in each subject by dividing the course of study
into units of special activities and achievements such as
is done in the Pueblo plan, the Winnetka plan, and the
Dalton plan, which are all individual instruction.

The A.,
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B., C., grouping on intelligence or achievement tests has
been tried to provide homogeneous instructional groups.

Each

of these plans has served well as material in school administration, but none has warranted wide adoption.
Gilbert suggests an alternate plan of differentiation
between bright and slow children (?:118-120).

She says there

is a tendency to keep the bright ones back and advance the
slow ones at the regular rate.

This discourages the bright

ones who see the slow students receive equal promotions when
they know they did not do required work.

Her plan would be

to promote the bright children at a faster rate to shorten
the period of preparation of those who go into professions
requiring long training periods.

Thus they could begin a

self-supporting life at a younger age than now.
A survey of existing practices in grouping and an
examination of the bases in use for ability grouping leaves
one with the feeling that perha.ps we, as educators, are only
on the threshold of knowledge concerning grouping.
Irvington High School, of Irvington, New Jersey, has
an enriched program organized on the single curriculum setup
with five curriculum patterns of study.

A student may be

enrolled in one or more enriched subjects not programmed on
a block basis.

They may have two enriched classes in any

given subject if it is advisable.

The number of sections is

13
determined by the ability status within the entire class.
They continue studying the ability differences within the
groups.
The master schedule uses the following Ability
grouping identification code:
Enriched Classes------** (Double Star)
Selective Classes-----* ( One Star)
No Code Mark
Regular Classes------Slow Learner---------- C
The slow learner classes in English and social studies
are organized in three categories; namely, C Classes-slow learner, remedial reading group; CWC Classes--slow
learner, word comprehension difficulty; and CWR Classes-slow learner, word recognition problem type. Adjustments
are made after the school year starts to provide more
effective homogeneous grouping (1:130).
This, on the part of Irvington High School, is an
attempt to improve educational procedures not only for the
gifted child but also for all students.

They feel that their

successes more than balance their failures.
Some schools practice a very simple device for
grouping and use one test result, either intelligence or
achievements, as a basis.

Some schools use from two to five

criteria as the basis for their grouping.
Callaway reports one of the very simple methods of
grouping in use in Dodge City, Kansas (3:47).

The prin-

cipals of the elementary schools indicate their brightest
students and their slowest students among the graduating
sixth-graders.

In the junior high, these bright ones become

the ?A group, the slow ones the 70 group.

The average ones
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become the 7B 1 , 7B2, and 7B3 with no attempt to segregate
these three middle groups.

He reports the procedure to be

very successful but gives no experimental data on which he
based this report.
Sectioning
Dvorak analized the bases used in sectioning students
in eighty-six schools (5:379-385).

He found that only twenty

schools used a single criterion for grouping and that over
half the schools used either two or three criteria.

The most

common criteria used were teachers' judgments, mental tests,
and previous marks.
Walter

w.

Cook says:

It is time that our attacks on the problem of adjusting instruction to the needs and capacities of children
be based on the variability that we actually find in
instructional groups, rather than on the assumption that
by some grouping procedure these groups can be made
really homogeneous (4:57).
Boyer lists three important procedures for sectioning
students into ability groups (11:196-199).

The first is

using chronological age as a basis for sectioning.

This

basis of grouping gives both educational and social activity
in the classroom the greatest significance for the greatest
number of students.

The second basis for sectioning is the

intelligence quotient.

A knowledge of the I.Q. is very

important if we a.re to guide the bright child to his fullest
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capacity and not over-stimulate the slow child.

The third

procedure is achievement as a basis of sectioning.

From a

past record performances we may with a high degree of probability read the future performances of the student.
Boyer summarizes:
If ability grouping is to grow out of recognition of
individual differences, many of its present difficulties
and shortcomings will be avoided. Teacher attitudes
toward ability grouping are influenced by the extent to
which they know each student sufficiently well to recognize in him a distinct educational problem and by the
degree to which they appreciate the value of common
group experience as a vital educational force (11:215).
Grouping for growth and development has produced not
only differences in procedures but has stimulated questions,
research, many experiments, and careful evaluation concerning
the grouping of children for developmental experiences.
Children are teachers of each other, because of their individual uniqueness.

Individuals in a group must be made to

feel that they are contributing to the progress of the
group.

A group climate which promotes gooa relationship

between children and between children and teacher is essential to the child's feeling free to contribute and that his
contribution is useful.
Gerthon Morgan wrote:
Wholesome relationships facilitate but do not necessarily
assure that maximum development and learning will take
place.
The greater significance lies in what happens within
the group when the groups membership is determined and
the group is functioning (10:74).
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The individual, like society, must work out his own
destiny.

Individuals as individuals and as a group must work

out their social philosophy, their plan of life.

There is no

substitute for a liberated and disciplined intelligence ever
on the job.

Education is the central means of accomplishing

this in each individual.

The basic need in any education

that would meet the modern challenge is mutual respect,
concern for the common good, and cooperation in social
endeavor.
Educational Trends
From among the many newer educational trends and
practices, the following trends have been selected as consistent with the foregoing philosophy:
1.

The trend toward viewing organization as an instrument of education, and hence, the tendency to
evaluate it by educational standards.

2.

The trend away from subject-matter achievement as
an end and toward values such as socialization,
ability to think, integration of personality,
creativeness. ·

J.

The trend away from deadly uniformity and extreme
standardization in organization, administration
and supervision.

4.

The trend toward individualization of instruction,
with a full recognition of the need for developing
social sensitivity through group a.ctivities.

5.

The development and extension of the activity movement, with an emphasis upon life activities rather
than upon subject matter.
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6.

The trend toward regarding the real care of the whole
child as the concern of educators.

?.

The trend toward a broadening concept of the
curriculum.

8.

The trend toward curriculum integration as opposed
to curriculum extension.

9.

The trend toward a concept of education as guidance,
as opposed to the narrow interpretation of guidance as something apart from education (11:122).
Considering the foregoing trends, the obvious question

then becomes not whether there should be grouping but how can
grouping be best used for effective learning.

As there is no

easy formula, it becomes the task of each school to evalua..te
and continually re-evaluate its grouping practices in the
light of constantly changing concepts and educational
objectives.

CHAPTER III

SUMMARY
At the beginning of this work the writer could see no
disadvantages in ability grouping.

In preparing and col-

lecting facts in the foregoing text and in reading various
philosophies, it became evident that there were negative
points of view to present trends, concepts, and scientific
findings upon pupil growth within the homogeneous group.
The writer now realizes that grouping pupils presents
crucial problems to both administration and society.
However, weighing all the information available, there are
greater advantages in ability grouping.

Conditions that

permit the fullest possible growth and development of the
individuals involved within the environment and motivation
of the ability group must be the ultimate goal of the administration and the classroom teacher.
There is no easy formula as to how grouping can best
be used for effective learning.

It must be the job of each

school to consta.ntly re-evaluate its own grouping practices
in relation to its particular needs.

The methods of segre-

gation and teaching the ability group have not as yet been
adequately tested, but evidence to date suggests that any one
or combinations of the foregoing methods, if well done, may
prove to be effective.
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